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Maria Kenny at the offices of the Greenwich Village Society for Historic Preservation, June 10, 2015. 
Photograph by Liza Zapol. More photographs at the end of the transcript.
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Quotes from Oral History Interview with Maria Kenny 
 

“Here’s the Dolls and the Smithereens…Doc Pomus was such an amazing character and 
really liked my dad. He used to come into the Kenny’s, and he was in a wheelchair. He was a 
large man. He used to come in, and he would sit in the back row. It was his table. 

…He’d just sit in the back, and he had a presence about him…People would come in and 
sit down. Linda Ronstadt would come in, and she’d sit down. She’d be wanting advice. Joni 
Mitchell or whoever it was would sit. He would basically hold court. He would be in the back, 
and his chair would be here, and then somebody would come in and just sit down…” 
(Kenny pp. 7-8) 
 

“I don’t think any of them played there for the money, because there was never any 
money. He paid people, but it was very minimal. He couldn’t afford it anyway. 
 It wasn’t about that. It was about the scene. It was about performing. It was about your 
friends. It was a jam, sort of in a non-traditional way, almost a ceilidh, which is an Irish version 
of a jam…all these different people come and either story-tell, or they play music, or they sing, 
or whatever it is that they can contribute. It was sort of his version of that.” 
(Kenny p. 8) 
 

“There’s actually a famous line in a book by Tom Robbins where he talks about ‘the bat 
comes in and flows through Kenny’s Castaways’…basically, you felt you were almost walking 
into a bat cave, because it was this huge ceiling. It was cathedral ceilings, but everything was 
dark. Then it was very narrow [and had] this long mahogany bar. It had behind the bar all these 
original moldings that were just spectacular. Then [there was] the tin ceiling, and it just had this 
vibe. The minute you walked in you felt it.…The name, ‘Kenny’s Castaways’…’Kenny’s’ is our 
family name, but ‘Castaways’…[He] never explained it to me this way, but I think it was 
because of his father abandoning them and always feeling a little bit cast off… 
 [That’s] how the name evolved into ‘Kenny’s Castaways.’ He cultivated relationships 
with a lot of musicians who were sort of just starting out or in need of whatever. A bar is a place 
that you go to, too, to talk about your problems and to talk about your life...” 
(Kenny pp.10-11) 
 

“I tried to create a different vibe and bring back the old days, when nobody wanted the 
old days. …I met this guy who was a character…I hired him to work the door, as opposed to the 
regular bouncers that we’d had for so long, which I hate…I know it’s necessary in a bar, but I 
feel like you should have somebody who’s a host at the door, somebody who has a personality 
and who can talk about the place and welcome people in.” 
(Kenny p. 21) 
 

“…[There] were several instances of different people that came through, and it was like, 
wow, this feels really good. This feels like a place that people can call home, a place that people 
can come…and not have to worry about meeting a minimum or worry about ‘paying to play,’ 
which unfortunately is a well-over-used term in the Village and in the city in general. [It] started 
with this idea of, ‘oh, you have to pay for tickets to sell your tickets. Otherwise you won’t get on 
the stage.’ 
 A lot of people say that it started on Bleecker Street…I have no idea. I know that for a 
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while we did have a promoter there whose idea was that…He was taking advantage of these 
bands. I fired him, actually, the minute I found out that’s what he was doing. Thank god a 
musician came up and told me. 
  …[As] many people as he brought in, nobody was coming back. They were only coming 
in because their friend was playing, or whatever. They weren’t married to the place. They had no 
idea of what environment they were walking into. They were just there to collect their thing and 
get out. That was it. I didn’t like that, and I didn’t want that. I got rid of that as soon as I found 
out what the deal was. Now he’s working at the Bitter End in a cruel twist of fate.” 
(Kenny pp. 21-22) 
 

“This whole business of bands not wanting to…play here. They want to play the Lower 
East Side, or they want to play in Brooklyn. They don’t want to play in the Village. Excuse me. 
This is where it started. I’m a costume designer, and I’ve worked on Broadway…Everybody 
wants to do Cats. Everyone wants to do Phantom. You know why? Because everybody’s gone 
through there. That’s your training ground. That’s where you learn your skills. That’s where you 
get your chops. 

That’s what you should do as a musician. All these people [say], ‘No, we only want to 
play here because this is the hip place,’ and ‘Oh, I want to—’ It’s bullshit. I don’t know if I 
should say that. As a musician, you should play where you want to play. You should not try to be 
so rigid in your thinking, especially as a young musician. What the hell do you want to worry 
about how many seats you fill?” 
(Kenny pp. 22-23) 
 

“My dad used to do this thing, Midnight Jam, on Monday nights…It was my favorite 
night, because again it was one of those things that was very unexpected. You never knew who 
was going to play. You didn’t know who was going to show up. You didn’t know what [it] was 
going to be—there was no plan. There was no format. There was nothing. 
 It was just get up and start playing. Not only did the singers change, but the performers 
changed. A lot of times, somebody would be in town performing at Madison Square Garden, and 
they’d come down to Kenny’s afterwards. They’d have a drink, and then they’d get up on stage 
and play. The first was a job, and the second was a performance.” 
(Kenny p. 23) 
 

“There were nights where, as a kid, you’re standing there watching. There would be guys 
streaking in the middle of winter, and he’d be streaking up and down the street. You wouldn’t 
see that today. There’s no way you’d see that today. 
 That guy, the Pope, or the Mayor of Greenwich Village, he’d come by, and he’d tell you 
stories. He’d chitchat, but he looked like a crazy person. Now people would probably just walk 
right past him, whereas then, people took care of him. People went out of their way to take care 
of him. There are still people that do that, but not as many, I don’t think.” 
(Kenny p. 32)
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Summary of Oral History Interview with Maria Kenny 
 
 Maria Kenny (1963- ) discusses her father and the New York music scene in several of 
his bar venues, including Kenny’s Castaways on Bleecker Street. 

 Born to immigrant parents from Ireland, Kenny grew up with her three brothers in the 
Bronx, Riverdale, and Greenwich Village. She summarizes her parents’ stories of coming to 
America, explaining poverty and family separation as part of her father’s early experience. 
Kenny’s father, Pat Kenny, was born in the United States and then moved back to Ireland with 
his mother and siblings as a young child. As a young man, Pat Kenny returned from Ireland and 
worked as a carpenter and electrician. Shortly thereafter, in the early 1960s, he opened a bar in 
the Bronx with his brother. A few years later in 1967, he opened another bar on the Upper East 
Side in Manhattan, to which Kenny refers as “the first Kenny’s.” Kenny describes this venue as 
her father’s foray into the New York music scene as a club owner. He began hosting acts like the 
New York Dolls, shows for which his downtown venue, Kenny’s Castaways, became legendary. 

In 1977, Pat Kenny opened Kenny’s Castaways in the Village. Kenny describes the 
ambience of the club and mentions artists, notable employees, and musicians spanning genres: 
Doc Pomus, the New York Dolls, the Smithereens, Lester Chambers, Gordon Edwards, Joni 
Mitchell, Linda Ronstadt, Don Hill, Pat Dinizio, Paul Siebel, Willie Nile, Shawn Colvin, Steve 
Forbert, and Willy DeVille. She describes weekly events at Kenny’s—soul brunches and 
impromptu performances—and a sense of community. She also explains the history of the 
building when it was a gay bar called the Slide owned by Frank Stephenson in the late 19th 
century.  

Kenny discusses her early life, school, her brothers, and motivations for moving. After 
high school, Kenny attended Lehman College before deciding to travel abroad. When she 
returned, she continued working in her father’s businesses. In addition to Kenny’s Castaways, 
Pat Kenny owned or shared ownership of the Cat Club, the Bitter End, and the Launch, a bistro 
in Midtown. 

In 2002, Pat Kenny passed away, and Maria Kenny and her brother, Tommy, assumed 
roles in management. Kenny discusses differences between herself and her brother and 
challenges of running the club in the changing landscape of the Village in the 2000s. She 
describes a shift away from businesses valuing performance and illustrates tensions between 
venues and working musicians as the reputation of the Village changes. She reflects on her 
efforts and collaborations with other Village businesses like Le Poisson Rouge and the CMJ 
Music Marathon and her desire to continue running Kenny’s Castaways in her father’s spirit. She 
then explains her family’s decision to close the venue in the 2000s. 

Kenny speaks about repercussions for bars and venues of Mayor Guiliani’s 
administration and closes the interview expressing a desire for the city of New York to create a 
welcoming climate for live music and clubs to return to the Village.
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General Interview Notes: 

This is a transcription of an Oral history that was conducted by the Greenwich Village Society for Historic 
Preservation. GVSHP began the South Village Oral History Project in 2013. The GVSHP South Village Oral 
History Project includes a collection of interviews with individuals involved in local businesses, culture, and 
preservation, to gather stories, observations, and insights concerning the changing South Village. These interviews 
elucidate the personal resonances of the neighborhood within the biographies of key individuals, and illustrate the 
evolving neighborhood. 

Oral history is a method of collecting memories and histories through recorded interviews between a narrator with 
firsthand knowledge of historically significant events and a well-informed interviewer, with the goal of adding to the 
historical record. 

The recording is transcribed, lightly edited for continuity and clarity, and reviewed by the interviewee. Oral history 
is not intended to present the absolute or complete narrative of events. Oral history is a spoken account by the 
interviewee in response to questioning. Whenever possible, we encourage readers to listen to the audio recordings to 
get a greater sense of this meaningful exchange.

The views expressed by the contributor(s) are solely those of the contributor(s) and do not necessarily reflect the 
opinions or endorsement of our organization.
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Oral History Interview Transcript 

Zapol: This is the Greenwich Village Society for Historic Preservation Oral History Project. I’m 

Liza Zapol, and this is June 10, 2015. We’re at the Neighborhood Preservation Center at 232 

East 11th Street in the former rectory of St. Mark’s Church. You can hear the bells ringing in the 

background. If I can ask you to introduce yourself please. 

Kenny: Sure. I’m Maria Kenny, and I used to reside at 157 Bleecker Street between Sullivan 

[Street] and Thompson [Street] in Greenwich Village. My dad, Pat Kenny, started a club there 

many, many moons ago. Actually, he moved to the Village in 1977, but he had the club since 

[19]67 up on the Upper East Side. 

 The reason he moved down to the Village was because his lease was up uptown. He 

already had a very successful business up there. The rents got so crazy he ended up leaving after 

ten years. There was a bit of a hiatus because he was trying to negotiate the lease and all sorts of 

things and get everything together to open downtown. I think there was a three or four-month 

window where he didn’t have a place. Then he found Kenny’s on Bleecker Street. 

 The guy who was the landlord, his name was Mr. Adler [phonetic] [00:01:36]. He had 

owned the building for many, many years, him and his sister. His sister lived upstairs. Her name 

was Mrs. Schwartz [phonetic] [00:01:36]. There are lots of stories. When we were really young, 

when we were teenagers, she would basically appear in her nightgown or whatever, and say, 

“Can you turn up the heat?” or “Can you—,“ whatever. 

 Mr. Adler didn’t live in the city. He actually lived in [New] Jersey, so we were sort of the 

surrogate landlords when he wasn’t there. My dad would have to go upstairs, and [if] anything 

went wrong in the building, he was the caretaker. 

 As a kid, I remember one story in particular of my dad with Mrs. Schwartz, where she 

called. There was something going on in her apartment. My older brother Patrick [Kenny] and 

my dad went up there. They tried to fix something. I don’t know if it was the pipes or what have 

you. Anyway, they went down. The building has a rooftop deck, which is basically over the back 

end of Kenny’s. They had to go outside to where the air conditioner was and all the ductwork 

and all that stuff. They were out there, and she appeared in the window in her nightgown, trying 

to get them to come back up to her apartment. Very, very nice lady, but definitely crazy. 

There were stories my dad used to tell me about how she met some gentleman in the 

neighborhood, some older gentleman, who at one time was some musician and was living on the 
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street. She invited him to live in her apartment, which was the apartment I ended up living in, 

which is on the top floor. 

 That space also had a very strange vibe about it. There was an artist, a famous artist from 

the [19]60s, who—I don’t know his name—lived there. It had great light, and it had huge 

ceilings. The ceiling was the old Federal-style ceiling, so it came to a point in the middle. At one 

point, I think in the ‘60s, they separated the top floor. The front half they were renting to 

someone, and the back half was where she was. I basically inherited that space when I when I 

lived in the building. Anyway, that’s Mrs. Schwartz. She was a character. 

Zapol: Sorry, can I just ask you—just so we have this at the beginning—where and when you 

were born. 

Kenny: Oh, sorry. 

Zapol: No, that’s OK. 

Kenny: I was born actually in the Bronx in 1963. My parents are both from Ireland, and my dad 

grew up here, and then moved back to Ireland when he was about, I don’t know, four or five or 

something. Then they met here at an Irish dancehall sometime in the late [19]50s, early ‘60s. 

[00:05:06] 

Zapol: What part of Ireland are both your parents from? 

Kenny: My dad is from [County] Roscommon, which is in the middle of the country in the 

middle of nowhere. They used to call it ‘Bog Land,’ because nothing would grow there but bog. 

[He was] from a very poor family. My mom was born in [County] Mayo. There are tons of songs 

about it. It’s very verdant. It’s beautiful. Tons of movies are filmed there. It’s incredible. They 

met here at an Irish dancehall. 

Zapol: Do you know why each of your families or your grandparents decided to move to 

America—on your father’s side, do you know how that happened? 

Kenny: I do. On my mother’s side, she was one of thirteen. She was one of the younger 

daughters. She just always wanted to come to the States. Her father had come over here as a 

young man and served in the American Navy, then went back. She always had—I think from her 
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dad—an idea about what America was. Her dad was a huge fan of America. 

 He went home to get married, basically, and then didn’t come back, which is I guess what 

you did in those days. That’s why my mom came over. She came over the first time when she 

was sixteen or seventeen on a beauty contest. Stories went back that she was being wild and 

crazy, which wasn’t true. My mother is the most straight-laced person you could possibly 

imagine. Her mother and father came and got her and took her back home. She came back again 

another couple of years later or something, stayed with family here. Her older brothers and 

sisters were already here, so half her family is still there and half came here. 

 My dad’s side is a bit of a wild side. He left home when he was very young because they 

grew up very, very poor. My grandfather abandoned them when they were very young. What 

happened was they came over here, and they were living in the Bronx. He couldn’t find work 

and basically sent the whole family back to Ireland, so they could stay with their family. The 

idea was that he was going to get work and send money and then maybe bring them back out. 

Well, that never happened. He basically abandoned them. 

 My dad ended up being—even though he was the second oldest—[he] sort of became the 

patriarch in the family. He was named after his dad. He was the biggest guy out of the family. I 

think just because of his personality—he was a real character—[he] became the father to 

everyone, even though my Uncle Brian [phonetic] [00:08:29] was actually the oldest brother. 

 That remained true in all his relationships, actually. A lot of the bands you can see from 

there—the Smithereens, they credit him with being their spiritual father. It was just in his nature, 

I think, to be that way. 

 He came over. He traveled a lot when he was a teenager and ended up going to Wales for 

a little bit, then to Germany. Then he joined the army. Anyway, [he] came here at some point, 

because his father was living here. My uncle, his oldest brother, had already been here for a little 

bit. They’re all brilliant. There were four boys in my dad’s family. They were all brilliant, but 

my Uncle Brian came here. None of them graduated school there because there was no money, 

and they had to work the farm. When he came here, he got his high school equivalency and then 

went on to go to law school and graduated at the top of his class. [He] became a very well-known 

and very highly-regarded lawyer in New York at that time. [00:09:53] 

 So he was already here, and he had met his father and knew where he was, even though 

he had abandoned them when they were young. He said, “Come on, Pat. You’ve got to meet the 
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old man.” He took him down to somewhere downtown. I don’t know exactly where it was, but 

he had a bar. My dad met him for the first time, and he said, “Oh yeah, Pat. You’ve got great big 

shoulders.” [He] shook his hand, and in his hand he had a dollar. He gave him a dollar bill after 

abandoning them for however many years. Crazy, crazy. How do you do that? I don’t know. 

 He was living high on the log, basically. They find out afterwards that he was a gambler, 

and he was living as a millionaire in those days—my grandfather—and had squandered the 

whole thing. Nobody knew he had a family back in Ireland. Nobody knew anything about his 

personal life. He had tons of women here, living the high life and just left them. 

 They were really, really down and out in Ireland. When I say “poor,” very, very poor. 

Very tragic. My dad’s father’s family was very—they were ‘landed class.’ They were very 

wealthy in the particular town that they were in, and he married on the wrong side of the tracks, 

because my grandmother came from a very modest family. When she married him, her family 

ostracized them, and his family ostracized them. 

 Even though he was the second oldest and not entitled to the land, he would have gotten 

stuff, but they disinherited him for marrying her. It’s a whole other Angela’s Ashes thing going 

on. Years later, everybody forgave each other, but at that time, there just wasn’t any support or 

anything. My grandmother really had it quite hard. Her brother ended up taking her in and acted 

as a surrogate father to the four boys, but I think it was quite rough for them. 

Zapol: What happened when he arrived here? What was he doing? 

Kenny: Well, he didn’t have an education. My dad, oh my god, he loved to read. He taught 

himself to read. His big thing all through childhood, I remember, he would always have a 

dictionary. One of my first gifts from him was a dictionary. I still have it. Where he said, “When 

I first came here, I did not know how to write. I did not know how to read. I didn’t know 

anything. I taught myself by the dictionary. I would learn a different word every day, and I got 

through it. That’s how I taught myself. There’s no excuse for not learning. You don’t have to go 

to school, but you have to learn.” 

 That’s what he lived by. He learned how to do a lot of different things. But he was very 

capable with his hands, and he was able to build things. He wasn’t a detail-oriented person. He 

used to call himself a ‘broad-brushstroke’ kind of person. He would come up with these concepts 

and wild—he had a great imagination and really incredible ideas all the time, just coming out of 



 Kenny-5 

him naturally. He wasn’t very focused on the little things. 

 He got a job as a carpenter. He worked as an electrician—the sort of traditional arts, I’d 

say, of what most Irish laborers, when they came here, did. He did that for a few years. He was 

good at it, and the army had taught him how to do some things, too. It was good money, but he 

always wanted to open a bar. 

 He loved music. That more than the bar aspect was what drove him, I think—the music. 

It’s such a part of Irish culture, I think that’s probably somewhere in his genes or something. He 

borrowed money from my mom’s family. One of her brothers loaned them money. Him and one 

of his younger brothers, my Uncle Jimmy [phonetic] [00:14:41], opened a bar. First they opened 

in the Bronx. It was probably early ‘60s, late [19]50s, early ‘60s. Because of where my dad grew 

up, he was kind of much more—I don’t want to say ‘provincial,’ but more closed-minded. 

[00:15:02] 

 Through owning the bar, he became much more open about things. My Uncle Jimmy tells 

this story about how they had this bar, and it was on Webster Avenue in the Bronx. It was this 

neighborhood that was changing at that time, and so a lot of African Americans were moving in. 

A lot of Spanish families were moving in. Before that, it was all Irish and Italian. 

 One night there’s a bunch of African Americans in the bar, and of course a fight breaks 

out. My dad was a big guy and very tough, so he was the one that would jump from behind the 

bar to take care of whatever problem was happening. I guess he just got to know the locals and 

became much more open-minded about—where a person’s from doesn’t really matter, or what 

color their skin is doesn’t matter. He was so prejudiced, too, in terms of gays and homosexuals. 

From opening the club down in the Village, all of a sudden it was like, “Wait a second. Why am 

I being so closed-minded about this?” 

 I’ll tell you a funny story. Later, sometime in the [19]90s, this bus was coming down 

Bleecker Street with all these tourists. It was one summer in particular. They’d come to Kenny’s, 

and they’d all get out, madly taking pictures and this whole thing. After a while my dad went up 

to the tour operator and was like, “What’s going on? Why are all these guys stopping in front, 

taking pictures?” 

 Well, because it was a stop on this gay pride tour, where they would go because of the 

Slide. Then we went and found this book called Gay New York, and all of a sudden it was like, 

oh my gosh. This place was—That sort of led into the whole research for that. He, through the 



 Kenny-6 

years, became much more progressive in his thinking, I think. He always said that, too, because 

of circumstance and because he realized that he was treating people unfairly. 

 Like I said, he had a really good heart, so he always tried to give people the benefit of the 

doubt. He realized, I think, within himself that he needed to be more open-minded—educate 

himself a little. 

Zapol: You were talking about the first bar in the Bronx. 

Kenny: I’m sorry. I’m rambling. 

Zapol: No, you’re not. What you were saying is helpful, and you’re giving me the sense of the 

picture and where we’re going. When he had the place on Webster Avenue, is that when you 

were born? Around when you were born? 

Kenny: Somewhere around there, yeah. I don’t know exactly. I was born in [19]63. I’m not sure 

when he closed that bar, but it was definitely mid-’60s, because he opened up on the Upper East 

Side in [19]67. Him and his brother just decided that the bar wasn’t working anymore, so I think 

my dad left, and my Uncle Jimmy still ran that bar for a little while. I’m not really that clear on 

that. 

 My dad borrowed money from my mom’s family and opened up Kenny’s. When he first 

opened up Kenny’s, it was [19]67. It was on the Upper East Side in Yorkville. It was on 84th 

[Street] between Second [Avenue] and Third [Avenue], but closer to Third. It was just off the 

corner. 

 Like I said, he loved music, and he was a voracious reader, especially the [New York] 

Times and magazines and things like that. He was very aware of what the music scene was about 

downtown and wanted to be a part of it. He had tons of artists play there, but the first people that 

came up there that were sort of shocking to the neighborhood—there were actually lots of 

articles about it—were the [New York] Dolls. They had just played the Mercer [Arts] Center 

downtown. They had a certain reputation, of course, dressed the way that they did. To come up 

to the Upper East Side, which was very sort of almost suburbia from downtown—certainly a 

completely different environment—it created such a stir. [00:19:52] 

A lot of people sort of gravitated that were on the sort of newer end of music. Until that 

point my dad was really into more R&B and soul. Similar to Hilly Kristal when he opened up 
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CBGB, it was more of a different thing in the beginning, and then it sort of kept evolving and 

evolving and evolving. 

 Up until that point, I remember as a kid listening to the Moody Blues and Muddy Waters 

and Lester Chambers, and all these amazing blues and soul players. Then the Dolls came up 

there and it was like, wow. Everything sort of changed after that. 

 Not long after that, actually, is when the lease was up, and [we] had to leave. But a lot of 

these pictures—maybe a quarter or half of these pictures are from the original Kenny’s uptown. 

There was this photographer who’s now very famous, Bob Gruen, who was a rock ‘n’ roll 

photographer primarily who used to hang out at Kenny’s. He came to the one, I think, mostly 

downtown. He photographed a lot of these and sent them to me when my dad passed away, 

which was so amazing of him. My dad didn’t really collect things. He didn’t have, I guess, the 

time, and it wasn’t what he thought about. He was more in the moment and enjoying it. He just 

never—I don’t have many things, other than what people have given me, or I took myself. It was 

really lovely of Bob to send me these things. I didn’t even know. He sent it in the mail. He sent 

me this envelope, and it was like, oh my gosh. Amazing. 

Anyway, that’s some of these. Some of them are from the staff; some of them are of my 

dad, which I treasure so much. Some are the environment. These are all old posters from the 

‘60s, [19]70s of different bands that played. 

 This is the first stage at the Kenny’s downtown on Bleecker Street. It’s a mix of different 

things, and then there’s different kinds of things spread out in between and different musicians 

and different kinds of—that’s Tommy Makem over there. Like I said, in the beginning it was 

more Irish and blues and soul, so Tommy Makem used to play there. 

 Then it’s other kinds of bands. Here’s the Dolls and the Smithereens. Oh, Doc Pomus. Oh 

yeah, he had great stories about Doc Pomus. This is in the Bleecker Street Kenny’s. Doc Pomus 

was such an amazing character and really liked my dad. He used to come into Kenny’s, and he 

was in a wheelchair. He was a large man. He used to come in, and he would sit in the back row. 

It was his table. 

 In the beginning I didn’t know who he was. I would always see him. ‘What’s going on? 

Who’s this guy?’ In the beginning, I used to come down on Saturdays and Sundays. My dad had 

this gospel brunch, and then he had a soul brunch. I used to work the soul brunch. I was fifteen. 

It was called ‘Encyclopedia of Soul.’ People like—oh my god, so many people—I’m trying to 
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remember names: Lester Chambers, Gordon Edwards. So many people used to come through, 

and they would perform. 

 He had amazing singers who would come up and do a show or do a number, and then 

another one would come up. He became the place to jam for all these different people. If they 

were in town, they’d come by. It was so exciting for me, first of all, because I didn’t know my 

dad that well in a way, because he was always working nights. I’d be going to school, and I’d 

come home. I’d see him for five or ten minutes, and then I’d have to go to school. Then I’d come 

back, and he’d have dinner with us, but then he’d be going again. [00:24:59] 

 When I started working there, I got to really know him and what he was doing and what 

he was about. It was magic to me to be sitting there and listening to these incredible performers. I 

don’t think any of them played there for the money because there was never any money. He paid 

people, but it was very minimal. He couldn’t afford it anyway. 

 It wasn’t about that. It was about the scene. It was about performing. It was about your 

friends. It was a jam, sort of in a non-traditional way, almost a ceilidh, which is an Irish version 

of a jam, basically, where all these different people come and either story-tell, or they play 

music, or they sing, or whatever it is that they can contribute. It was sort of his version of that. 

 The musicians themselves, they sort of organized it, and my dad was just the host, if you 

will. I just loved it. It was incredible. Doc used to stand in the back—not stand, sit. He’d just sit 

in the back, and he had a presence about him. You just knew whenever somebody was amazing 

was performing. People would come in and sit down. Linda Ronstadt would come in, and she’d 

sit down. She’d be wanting advice. Joni Mitchell or whoever it was would sit. He would 

basically hold court. He would be in the back, and his chair would be here, and then somebody 

would come in and just sit down and la, la, la. 

 Whoever was playing, if they were amazing, everybody had to be quiet. They would do 

their thing. It was such a scene. It was so much fun. A very, very nice man. He wrote this lovely 

note to my dad. He used to write songs, and he was a great showman himself, actually. This was 

on his letterhead. It said, “Dear Patrick, Happy hearty and peaceful and lucky and wealthy and 

hip next rest of your life. Love, Doc.” 

 I think it was from when he closed the uptown one and moved downtown. I’m pretty sure 

that that’s when he gave him this, but I don’t have a date on this, so I don’t know. That was Doc. 

 Let me see what other interesting—oh, OK. The guy all the way over there with the gray 



 Kenny-9 

beard, he was like the unofficial mayor—they used to call him ‘the Pope of Greenwich Village,’ 

but he was the ‘Mayor of Greenwich Village.’ I don’t know if he was actually the Mayor of 

Greenwich Village at one time, or he was just revered because he was sort of the local 

unrecognized sort of political figure in that time. That was definitely, I think, in the early ‘70s, 

mid-’70s. 

 The gentleman beside him is Paul Siebel, great songwriter. Wrote a ton of very well-

known hits. Very, very talented man. He used to work for my dad and obviously performed 

there. Some of the pictures below: there’s a picture of Don Hill over there. Don was an 

interesting character. He owned his own club in the city called Don Hill’s down in—I guess 

you’d call it Tribeca. It was on Greenwich Street by the water near the Ear Inn, which was 

another friend of my dad’s. This guy Martin Sheridan owned that. 

 I guess when you’re in the club scene or you’re in the bar scene, you know everybody 

else that owns bars and clubs. Don used to come into the uptown Kenny’s as a customer, and he 

really loved the scene. He was working at Gimbels [Department Store], and I think he did 

something in retail at Gimbels. I don’t know exactly what, but he didn’t like his day job. But he 

worked his day job for years and used to host at night for my dad. He asked my dad for a job, 

and my dad hired him. 

 He would basically just seat people or keep the peace, or whatever. He was my dad’s 

right hand for many, many years. All the way through, my dad opened several clubs and 

restaurants, and Don was always there. He got older, and he had an accident, unfortunately. But 

he got a lot of money from the accident, and he ended up opening up his own place, which was 

great. [He] opened up Don Hill’s, so he went on and did his own thing. He was a character. He 

was fun. [00:30:13] 

He passed away maybe three, four years ago now. That club has it’s own history, too. He 

used to run the Cat Club with my dad. My dad had the Cat Club on 13th Street, which is also in 

the Village—13th and Fourth [Avenue]. It lasted for a good, I don’t know, ten, eleven years. 

Amazing bands played there. Oh my god. David Bowie played there on the Spider Tour. Who 

else played there? Many different bands. I’m trying to think of who. Wow. 

Zapol: Around when did the Cat Club open up? 

Kenny: I think it was the [19]80s. Late ‘80s? It was closed by [19]95. It lasted ten years, so 
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maybe mid-’80s. It definitely had its heyday and was very successful. It was an interesting, weird 

little place. My dad started it with Art D’Lugoff from the Village Gate. Then they couldn’t get 

along [laughs], so they parted ways. 

 In the beginning, what it was supposed to be was more of a cabaret—kind of jazzy and 

more sedate and ‘lounge-y’ feel to it. They opened. It was a really pretty place when they first 

opened, but nobody was coming. They had Jacques Brel in there, and they had a bunch of 

different shows. It was more of Art’s planning in terms of the space and what was coming in 

there and promotions and stuff. It wasn’t really happening, for who knows what reason. I don’t 

know. 

 They parted ways, and my dad said, “No, we’re making this into a club,” like a proper 

club, like a rock club. That’s what he did. Don basically ran the club for my dad. My dad would 

go between all the places all night long. He’d go up to 13th Street, and then he’d go down to 

Bleecker. At the same time he had the Bitter End, because him and Paul Colby hooked up for the 

Bitter End. They were partners in the Bitter End for many years, as well. 

  He had quite a few different kinds of places. When you have a few clubs in the city, 

every band wants to know your name, I guess. A lot of bands would come through and want to 

play. 

 Then he opened up a place in Canada, my dad. He got into business with someone who 

used to work with D’Lugoff, and they opened up a club in Canada—in Toronto—that was very 

successful also. He had his hands in a lot of different pies and was always looking for the next 

opportunity and the next thing, but Kenny’s was his baby, if you will. It was the first place he 

opened. It was his name. It was the heart and the soul, I think, of where he really was at home. 

More so than even our house. 

 He really was at home at Kenny’s. Part of the allure of Kenny’s, I think, was the space 

itself. It was such a strange mix of things. You had this hard tile floor with this incredibly long 

mahogany bar when you walked in the door. It was narrow. You felt very cozy, and it was very 

dark. There’s actually a famous line in a book by Tom Robbins where he talks about ‘the bat 

comes in and flows through Kenny’s Castaways.’ I’m paraphrasing because I don’t remember 

the exact quote, but basically, you felt you were almost walking into a bat cave, because it was 

this huge ceiling. It was cathedral ceilings, but everything was dark. Then it was very narrow—

like I said, this long mahogany bar. It had behind the bar all these original moldings that were 
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just spectacular. Then [there was] the tin ceiling, and it just had this vibe. The minute you walked 

in you felt it. [00:35:00] 

Then of course [there were] the people that worked there and came through there. The 

name, ‘Kenny’s Castaways’—obviously Kenny’s is our family name, but ‘Castaways’ was 

because—he never explained it to me this way, but I think it was because of his father 

abandoning them and always feeling a little bit cast off or that kind of a thing. He always looked 

out for the underdog and always became this—that’s why I think he became the man that he was. 

That’s my thinking on the matter. 

 Because of that, that’s how the name evolved into ‘Kenny’s Castaways.’ He cultivated 

relationships with a lot of musicians who were sort of just starting out or in need or whatever. A 

bar is a place that you go to, too, to talk about your problems and to talk about your life and blah-

ti-blah. Because he was always there—he used to bartend. For years, he was the bartender. He 

was the host. He was the man that fixed things. There are many, many famous stories, actually, 

of different musicians that either worked for my dad. Pat Dinizio was a dishwasher for a while. 

Different people did different kinds of jobs. He also was a soundman there. I think Pat worked 

every job in the place, basically. 

 Whatever that was—I just lost my train of thought. All these different people sort of 

came together, I think, because of my dad and the stories and being in the bar itself and being in 

the space itself. When I was doing research about the space and discovered that it was the Slide 

and this guy Frank Stephenson owned it, all of a sudden it was like, oh, yeah. This makes sense 

because it had so many transformations. 

Zapol: Can you go into that history of the space? 

Kenny: Sure. I discovered through a ton of articles, actually here at this place—the historical 

society—it was owned by this guy Frank Stephenson in 1890. He was sort of a very charismatic 

wild man—wild Irishman, similar to my dad. He opened the bar. He sort of had an ‘anything 

goes’ mentality. Bleecker Street, at that point, was kind of the Wild Wild West anyway, and then 

he took that one step further. 

 At that time, homosexuality was not out in the open at all. There certainly were gay bars. 

There were always places where people could go, but it was not blatant. It wasn’t advertised. It 

was a very sort of secretive thing. 



 Kenny-12 

 He made it very open. He did not care. He just thought, let people live, do their thing, 

whatever. When I say ‘whatever,’ I mean whatever. There were reports of people having orgies 

in the basement. At that time, also, there was a lot of prejudice, and so there were a lot of African 

Americans mixing with whites. There was a lot of American Indian mixing and all these 

different kinds of racial groups and all these different types of cultures—persuasions, 

whatever—mixing that never happened before. 

 He didn’t care that they were—they were raided by the police so many times. Didn’t 

care. He had the mentality like P.T. Barnum where it’s like, “Anything goes. This is my place, 

and I don’t care. Let people do whatever.” That’s what he did. They would come, and they 

would raid them. They would close them down and the next night, he’d be open kind of thing. 

[00:39:46] 

 In those days, too, if you knew who to pay off, then it was pretty easy to open up again 

the next day. That’s the history as far back as I could get. I heard about right before that, in the 

1880s, there was an Italian family that owned it, but it was a private house. I don’t know much 

beyond that, other than looking at pictures of the building in terms of the exterior. But the Slide 

was definitely an interesting turning point for the block itself. Bleecker Street has gone through, 

my god, so many transformations, and in terms of the mapping of Greenwich Village, it’s gone 

through many transformations, as well. It used to be Greenwich Village was a very small area. 

Now it’s become this massive area. At one point, it was only, I don’t know, ten blocks long. 

Now it’s I don’t even know how many blocks. 

 All through history, the people that have come through that area have mostly been either 

artists or musicians or creative people, moving through the Village. I think it’s because it feels 

like a village. Even though it’s much bigger than it used to be, it still feels a little bit more like a 

neighborhood, as opposed to the Upper East Side. It’s like nobody knows your name? Well, they 

really don’t know your name [laughs], whereas in the Village, I knew everybody on my block—

everybody—and everybody knew me [laughs]. 

 There’s this certain interesting thing about that, when you have that environment. There’s 

a certain freedom in that, and there’s limitations that come with that. For musicians—there’s 

another famous story of Shawn Colvin, who is this amazing singer-songwriter. She was playing 

on the street. She was playing on the street, and my dad was walking by and heard her and loved 

her voice and just thought, why are you on the street? You should be inside. I have a club. Here, 
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come in. 

 Amazing. She played there for a long time. People like that—like Steve Forbert, another 

one. Incredibly talented, great musician, my god. I think it was luck. It was the timing. It was all 

sorts of things came together. My dad met him, and he was on stage. It was like magic—magic. 

There was something about that stage. It was such a small little stage, but my god, the power and 

the incredible energy and sound that would come out of that was just phenomenal—I mean 

phenomenal. 

Zapol: If I can pause for a second. I’m just going to pause— 

Kenny: Am I going off topic?  

Zapol: No, no. 

[Interruption] 

Zapol: OK, so just to resume, I’d love to hear some more stories about what it was like in your 

family—the relationship of the family to Kenny’s Castaways—and what it was like to have a 

family business. You mentioned that your mother and your father met at an Irish dance. Is that 

right? 

Kenny: Yes. 

Zapol: If you want to tell more about their story— 

Kenny: My dad used to say—it’s crazy, but he used to say that he lived on the ‘straight and 

narrow’ for a few years with my mom. Then he discovered that life was too short and that he 

needed to live his life more fully. When I first heard that, I didn’t really understand what he 

meant. When I started working for him I discovered—actually not right away. I discovered a 

couple of years later that that meant he was basically a womanizer. [He] had different 

relationships with people that I certainly didn’t know, and my mother knew. [00:44:56] 

They had a somewhat tumultuous relationship for a while. It wasn’t easy. Also money 

was very, very tight for a very long time. I think there was a bit of resentment perhaps that my 

dad had left a really good job to open the club and then had borrowed all this money from her 

family. Even though he paid it all back, it was like, “You’ve got four kids, and this is what we’re 
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doing.” 

 Where I grew up in the Bronx, he was the only one who owned a club. Everyone was 

either a policeman or a fireman or a teacher, or they worked at the electric company. It was a 

very working-class neighborhood, so my dad really stood out. Because of that, we all stood out. 

 Being the child of immigrants, there were things that my classmates had that I didn’t have 

as a kid. Well, none of us did—I have three brothers. The first time we moved to Riverdale, I 

was ten. That was like The Jeffersons when ‘Movin’ on up’ was—our neighborhood at that time 

was really, really changing. This was early [19]73. It was really changing and going downhill, so 

becoming a little bit more unsafe. My mom, really in particular, wanted to move. Even though 

she taught at the local school, she really felt that she didn’t want us to grow up there anymore, so 

they found this place, and my dad bought it. It was an apartment over in Riverdale. 

 At that time my mom was still making my clothes. First day of school, I was the only 

little girl wearing a dress. Everyone was in jeans. You know that thing where you feel really out 

of place? That continued for many years, feeling a little bit different. It was also different for me 

because I had been in Catholic school my whole life and moved to Riverdale. We were enrolled 

in public school. All of a sudden, it was like, wow. 

 My brothers adapted quicker in some ways. My two older brothers, Patrick and 

Tommy—Patrick in particular, the oldest one, was very gregarious and very like my dad—just 

sort of wild [and] was always trying to get into trouble as a kid. But we all worshipped him. He 

was the older one and looked out for us. [If] anybody messed with us, it was like, “You don’t 

mess with [the] Kenny’s, because—“ That’s just the way it was as a kid. 

 Being the only girl was a challenge, too. When we moved to Riverdale, like I said, 

everything changed. I think I went there for sixth grade to eighth grade. Then it was time to go to 

high school, and I didn’t know where to go to high school. I didn’t know what I wanted to do, 

and I was just sort of floundering. My cousin had gone to this school, which was a little bit 

further away, but it sounded so—I don’t know—it sounded great. She made it sound great 

anyway, my cousin Mary Lou [phonetic] [00:49:27]. 

 I ended up choosing that school to go to. Boy, did I make a mistake. Oh my god. Because 

I had decided that, and it was an expense for my parents, my mom was like, “No, you’re staying 

there now. You made the choice. That’s it. You’re done. You’re staying there for four years.” It 

was a long commute. It was probably a forty-five-minute commute. The bus would pick me up in 
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the morning, and it was the whole going back to Catholic school again from the freedom of 

going to public school. I was like, “Why did I do this?” [00:50:04] 

It was a very elite school in a way, and it was so different for me. Again, I was 

completely on the outside, because all the kids had grown up in Westchester, and here I was 

from the Bronx. My dad owned a club. It was like, ew. It was a struggle for a while. 

 My brothers stayed. The two oldest went to public schools still, and my youngest brother, 

Gerard [phonetic] [00:50:38], tried a couple of Catholic schools and got kicked out, then ended 

up going to public school [laughs]. My brother’s a little wild. I was always sort of more quiet. 

Because I was the only girl, I had to be the good one, and I had to take care of my brothers. Even 

though I was the second youngest, I was the one that was taking care the traditional sort of way. 

It still continues today. 

 I graduated, and I went to Lehman College. My brothers, none of them went to college. 

Oh, no. My brother Gerard tried. He went for a little bit, but decided he didn’t want to continue. I 

went to Lehman College, and I met so many interesting people. I only went there for one 

semester, I think, and I decided I wanted to travel. 

 I took off, and I went traveling around Europe and went to a bunch of different places, 

met a bunch of different people, had a blast. Then [I] came back and worked for my dad again 

for a little bit and decided that I really liked—I’d always loved fashion and clothing, anything to 

do with art. I wasn’t a musician by any means. I learned how to play the piano when I was a kid, 

but that’s about it. I loved to write, and I was good at drawing, so I knew that I had a creative 

streak, but I didn’t know what I was going to do with it. My brother, Tommy, also is a really 

good artist, actually. He’s never really pursued it. He’s very good with his hands, also—which I 

guess he inherited from my dad—where he is good at building. He actually transformed a lot of 

Kenny’s, because my dad had let it slide for a little bit. He was sick, and we didn’t know it. He 

didn’t tell us. 

 He had taken over trying to repair things and renovating and doing things. My brother 

Tommy and I are more close in temperament in a way. First of all, they call us the ‘Irish twins’ 

because we’re ten and a half months apart or something. I guess because we’re both creative—I 

don’t know—because he worked in the club the longest, I think. I was very, very close to my 

dad, so maybe that’s why. I don’t know. 

 My brother Gerard, he was a little bit younger, and I always took care of him. Then my 
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brother Patrick, like I said, was the wild one. He was always floating in and out. He was never 

around full-time. You know what I mean? Even today, he lives way upstate. Where it came 

down to Kenny’s— 

Zapol: Yes. You came back from Europe, and you got involved with Kenny’s. Also tell me 

about your relationship with your dad. You said you were very, very close with your dad. Did 

that start as a teenager, when you really started to become closer? 

Kenny: No, not really. I guess it started a little bit when I was a teenager. I hated him for a while 

for what I perceived as his relationship with my mom, so that was something that I definitely 

didn’t understand and didn’t respect his decisions in a lot of different things. I had a very distant 

relationship with him for a while. [00:54:51] 

Then when I came back from Europe, I ended up talking to him about certain things, and 

we had this heart-to-heart. Actually, it was really funny. It was across from the Bitter End, and 

there was this little Greek diner there called the Triumph, which was there for thirty years. It was 

amazing. It was really good. Everybody used to go there after the club and hang out and stuff. 

 We went there, and we sat there. We had a bite to eat. I basically confronted him and had 

a heart-to-heart as to why he felt he needed to behave the way that he did—why he chose to do 

some of the things that he did, which I felt were disrespectful to my mom. He was very open 

about his relationships, and because of that—I respected [it] in one way, and I hated [it] in 

another way. It’s great that you’re so open to the fact that ‘this is my life, and I’m living it the 

way I want,’ but at the same time I felt like, well, then why don’t you just get divorced and why 

don’t you live down here and do whatever you need to do, and [let] mom do her thing? It’s like 

wanting your cake and wanting to eat it, too. 

 I definitely didn’t understand why he felt that he didn’t want to make those choices, or 

made those choices, rather. He was very, I think, taken aback at first. Then he really opened up 

about it. I realized that it’s when those rose-colored glasses fall off, all of a sudden it’s like, oh, 

yeah. 

 He told me bits and pieces about his life before that, but it really sunk in as to why he 

behaved the way he did. I don’t know. I think he had a lot of different sides to him and a lot of 

frailties in a way and a vulnerability that I didn’t quite understand at the time, but grew to 

understand. I guess that’s why we became close after that. 
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 He was always very honest. If you didn’t want to know, don’t ask, because you won’t be 

happy. He really was brutally honest about everything. Even with musicians, if they came off, 

and they said, “Hey, how was it?” if he didn’t like it, he would tell you, which sometimes people 

don’t want to hear. But he would just be like, “No, I’m sorry. It wasn’t good. I didn’t like it.” Or 

“It’s not my cup of tea,” or whatever. 

 Sometimes he would say awful things, and I’d just be cringing. The person would be like 

[sound]—then [he would say] “Hey, you asked. If you don’t want to know, why’d you ask me?” 

You know? Anyway, that’s how we sort of repaired our relationship and became close after that. 

I think [we] also [became close] from being in that environment and seeing the musicians 

and hearing them. They’d all come up to him after a show and be thanking him. Just being a 

witness to the different dialogs that would happen and the different events that would happen, 

you’d be like, “Wow, am I really in this?” like, “Am I here? Is this really happening?” 

 It’s not that it was famous people. It has nothing to do with that. It was more like the time 

that it was happening and things that were just sort of naturally happening. 

Zapol: Tell me about what your role was in the club after you came back from Europe, as you 

were sort of growing up. I’m just going to fix your mic for one second, if you don’t mind me just 

pointing it back up here. 

Kenny: Is that OK? 

Zapol: Yeah, it’s great. 

Kenny: When I first came back, I was bartending and waitressing. I was not doing anything 

beyond that, but I worked in all the clubs. I worked at the Bitter End. I worked at Kenny’s. I 

worked at the Cat Club. Then we had a restaurant uptown, the Launch. I worked there. He had 

another restaurant in Midtown, a bistro. I worked there. 

 I was doing costuming on the side. I started working with bands. I really loved music. 

Again, I was good with my hands—again, I guess something from my dad and my mom. 

[00:59:54] 

My mom’s super creative. I didn’t recognize that as a kid either. I thought it was all my 

dad, and then I slowly realized how creative my mom was. I definitely get a lot of things from 

her in terms of textiles and fashion and stuff that. Maybe it’s part of being in Ireland, I don’t 
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know, but she was always putting fabric on the wall. It was always these patterns. Everything 

was always interesting. There was nothing plain. You’d walk into a room, and it was nice paint 

and nice molding. It was like, wow—very distinctive, but very stylish. They were a good pair 

that way, actually. They were both very into that in their own ways. 

 I didn’t work there in any managerial capacity. My brother Tommy did. My brother 

Patrick tried to, but he mainly bartended. Tommy mainly managed the club for years, then when 

Don opened up Don Hill’s, Tommy ended up buying into that business for a little bit and 

working there for a good few years. Then he pulled out of there and came back to Kenny’s 

because my dad became ill. Tommy ended up coming back there and managing Kenny’s. 

 At this point my dad had bought the building. The building became available. Adler was 

retired, and his sister had passed away. He was like, “Look, I don’t want the building anymore.” 

He gave him a really good rate. He was a really good landlord and was very flexible with my dad 

all the time. It wasn’t like he was married to, “Oh, you only have two years. You only—” No, it 

wasn’t that at all. They had a great relationship. 

[END OF FIRST AUDIO FILE, ‘Kenny_MariaOralHistory1.mp3’; BEGINNING OF 

SECOND, ‘Kenny_MariaOralHistory2.mp3’] 

Kenny: —and he loved what my dad was about, but he didn’t want to deal with it anymore. I 

think he wanted money for his kids and who knows what else. After the sister passed away, he 

sold the building to my dad. Originally, they were going to renovate the building and do all sorts 

of things. I can’t remember now what exactly happened. 

 I was traveling a lot, and I was doing a lot of different shows in different places and stuff. 

Then I came, and Tommy needed a place, too. We were both like, “OK, why don’t we move in?’ 

Tommy took the bottom floor. I took the top floor. Because the top floor was separated in two, 

we were going to rent out the back. That never happened, because Tommy had kids, and they 

took over that and yada, yada. 

 After my dad became ill, when Tommy came back—I think it was maybe a couple of 

years later—my mom said to me, “Well, why don’t you manage the bistro?” because my dad still 

had a restaurant uptown. I was like, “OK.” I almost by default came into managing the 

restaurant. 

 Before that I had managed another place, actually, so I had experience doing it. I took 
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over the restaurant. The Times Square area was being revitalized at that time, and the Durst 

family owned our building, and they were a bit difficult, to say the least. They basically wanted 

us out, so we ended up having to leave there. We lost the lease. 

 I came down to Kenny’s because I lived in the building, and I wasn’t sure if I wanted to 

go back to costuming. It sort of became something that I also felt compelled to do, in honor of 

my dad. I wanted to help. Things were not going so great at that time. I saw that everybody was 

really struggling. My brother Tommy was struggling. 

 I came on board there. That was, oh my gosh, let’s see—dad passed away in 2002. It was 

probably 2000, 2001 maybe? I did a pilot in 2000, so it was 2001 when I came on board [at] 

Kenny’s. My mission, if you will, was to really honor my dad and to honor what I felt was his 

legacy, which was music. He used to always call it a ‘juke joint,’ Kenny’s, but he really felt it 

was a special place because of the music. 

 That’s where my head was at. My brother Tommy really wanted it to be a bar. [laughs] 

The music, he appreciated, but it wasn’t foremost in this thinking. He loved it—in some ways 

more than me—but I don’t think it was where his head was at. He really wanted it to continue 

because of my dad, but it wasn’t the same. I don’t know if I’m explaining it right. 

 Sometimes we didn’t see eye-to-eye with different things, but I tried my best to get other 

musicians in to perform. I tried to foster different relationships and [tried] to stay in touch with 

music industry people to try to get things happening again. We had gone through a transition 

where things were really stagnant. 

 The whole scene was changing, too, on Bleecker Street. A lot of people blame it on NYU 

[New York University]. A lot of people blame it on everything that’s happening in the Village, 

things changing and whatever. I think it was a lot of different things. I don’t think it was one 

thing. Certainly all those things contributed, but I think it was a lot of factors. [00:04:52] 

Because of all of that, Kenny’s had drifted a little bit—and also because my dad had been 

ill for a long time and didn’t tell us, unfortunately, until the very end, which was very hard to 

deal with. He had cancer. He had prostate cancer, which you can live with for a long time 

without showing too many symptoms. Then you sort of hit that ten-year mark, and everything 

shifts and changes, which is exactly what happened. 

 The club needed some—I felt—needed more of a focus and more of a direction. I felt it 

was sort of directionless in a way. I felt it was just there and existing. I really wanted to grab it 
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and make it into something again. That’s where my feeling was, but I never really vocalized that, 

because I guess I didn’t know how to. I always deferred to my brother, because one, he was 

older. Two, he had been there for many, many years, and I didn’t want to step on his toes. It was 

sort of this navigation thing all the time, like in a negotiation for everything. 

 Not to say that we didn’t get along. We got along pretty well, but we just felt differently, 

I think. It was definitely a struggle through a lot of it. My mom saw that, and she really felt that it 

wasn’t healthy. She really felt that things were doing well, like it was able to sustain everybody, 

but it wasn’t doing phenomenally well. We couldn’t retire on it. 

 I think that my two brothers that weren’t involved in the business really felt a little 

isolated from it and didn’t feel they were a part of the decision-making process and didn’t feel—I 

always felt that we should be open and have meetings where we discuss things. I love to be in a 

room discussing things and ideas and bouncing things. I get that from my dad, for sure, because 

he loved to do that. 

 The rest of my family doesn’t feel that way. [laughs] Everything’s sort of whisper over 

here, and whisper over there. Nothing is in the open, so things sort of disintegrated a little bit. 

My brothers felt a little separated, in particular my younger brother, I think. My older brother, 

Patrick, had his own problems and different issues he was grappling with. It was a different 

scene for him. 

 My mom started pushing for us to sell. I was dead-set against it, completely dead-set 

against it. My brother Tommy, he’ll tell that he was dead-set against it, but he didn’t really take a 

stand. He didn’t really stand up and say, “No, I don’t want to do this. I don’t think this is the 

right decision.” Just wouldn’t do that. He just sort of stayed impassive. 

 Here I am—“No!”—I became the fighter, and I was really isolated, again. Nobody 

wanted to deal with me all of a sudden. Not that they didn’t see the beauty in it, but they just 

were tired, and they didn’t want to continue. If I had the money, I would have bought everybody 

out. I would have revitalized the whole thing. I would have gotten backers in and done 

something completely different and paid everybody. I would have done it in a heartbeat. I 

wouldn’t have even thought about it. 

 But that wasn’t the case. I didn’t have the money. I didn’t have the resources. I sort of got 

tired of fighting. I didn’t want to lose my family. I felt that the writing was on the wall. People 

were angry, and there was fighting and nonsense. I also started to lose my way a little bit and 



 Kenny-21 

lose confidence in my vision of it and what I could accomplish. Everybody kept say, “But it’s 

not happening. It’s not happening.” [00:10:21] 

 It’s a funny thing—and I’m sure my dad felt this way, too—when you have a vision of 

something, but it hasn’t quite materialized and nobody can see it but you. Everybody just 

naysays. They say, “Oh, it’s not going to happen. Oh, that’s dumb. Oh, that’s a dumb idea,” but 

it’s like, “No, don’t you see?” I think I started to feel that. Even though there were so many—I 

feel I had successes—not near to what my dad had created, but I certainly tried. I worked with 

[Le] Poisson Rouge across the street and brought in the jazz festival. I partnered with CMJ 

[College Media Journal—CMJ Holdings Corporation] and we would do the CMJ festival [CMJ 

Music Marathon] to try to get new music in there. I was always trying to do different showcases 

and get record companies, which they don’t do anymore. They hardly ever go out to see bands 

live, which I think is criminal. 

 I tried to create a different vibe and bring back the old days, when nobody wanted the old 

days. Then I started seeking out—just talking to different people and hiring different people and 

musicians and stuff. Through that I met this guy who was a character and just had a really nice 

personality [and] way about him. I hired him to work the door, as opposed to the regular 

bouncers that we’d had for so long, which I hate. I just don’t agree with the whole idea of it. I 

know it’s necessary in a bar, but I feel like you should have somebody who’s a host at the door, 

somebody who has a personality and who can talk about the place and welcome people in. 

 Anyway, one of the nights he’s working, Ben Harper walks by. Chitchat, chitchat. Ben 

leaves. Then, I think it was the next day, he came in, and I was there. We chatted up. He was the 

most lovely, warm, fantastic guy. We sort of became fast friends almost. Then he played, and all 

of a sudden all these people started running in. “Oh my god. Ben Harper’s playing.” It was like 

he just wanted to get up on the stage. It wasn’t a planned thing. Again, it was like the old days, 

where people just wanted to be there and wanted to perform. Through that relationship he 

brought in Tom Morello, who was in town. This was a few months later. He was in town to do 

something, and he said, “Oh, he wants to try out some stuff. Can he come down and perform?” 

 I was like, “Of course.” Again, we had this amazing night. It started to get a little bit of a 

buzz from these people who had an audience, obviously, and had a little bit more going on. I feel 

things like that—those are only two instances, but there were several instances of different 

people that came through, and it was like, wow, this feels really good. This feels like a place that 
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people can call home, a place that people can come and play again and not have to worry about 

meeting a minimum or worry about ‘paying to play,’ which unfortunately is a well-over-used 

term I think in the Village and in the city in general. [It] started with this idea of, oh, you have to 

pay for tickets to sell your tickets. Otherwise you won’t get on the stage. 

 A lot of people say that it started on Bleecker Street. I don’t know that it started on 

Bleecker Street. I have no idea. I know that for a while we did have a promoter there whose idea 

was that. He thought that the more bodies he put in the seats, the bigger his toll—the bigger his 

payout. He was taking advantage of these bands. I fired him, actually, the minute I found out 

that’s what he was doing. Thank god a musician came up and told me. [00:15:02] 

 She said, “This is what he’s doing. Do you know that?” I was like, “Oh my god, are you 

kidding?” No idea. I had no idea. This is right after coming on board actually, I found out about 

it. My brother had hired him. I know why he hired him. He hired him because he’s successful. 

He brings a lot of people in. They spend a lot of money, but the musicians don’t make money. 

 For as many people as he brought in, nobody was coming back. They were only coming 

in because their friend was playing, or whatever. They weren’t married to the place. They had no 

idea of what environment they were walking into. They were just there to collect their thing and 

get out. That was it. I didn’t like that, and I didn’t want that. I got rid of that as soon as I found 

out what the deal was. Now he’s working at the Bitter End in a cruel twist of fate. 

 There’s always going to be people like that. Let’s face it. There are people that take 

advantage all the time. But that term I find very disparaging and disrespectful to the industry and 

to clubs and to the people that have spent their lives doing this. I just think it’s unfair. Of course 

there are people who take advantage. There always are in any business. But I just disagree with 

that term. 

 This whole business of bands not wanting to—I went through this, too, when I first came 

on board—‘Oh, they don’t want to play here. They want to play the Lower East Side. Or, they 

want to play in Brooklyn. They don’t want to play in the Village.’ Excuse me. This is where it 

started. I’m a costume designer, and I’ve worked on Broadway. I’ve worked in film. Everybody 

wants to do Cats. Everyone wants to do Phantom. You know why? Because everybody’s gone 

through there. That’s your training ground. That’s where you learn your skills. That’s where you 

get your chops. 

That’s what you should do as a musician. All these people [say], “No, we only want to 
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play here because this is the hip place,” and “Oh, I want to—“ It’s bullshit. I don’t know if I 

should say that. As a musician, you should play where you want to play. You should not try to be 

so rigid in your thinking, especially as a young musician. What the hell do you want to worry 

about how many seats you fill? 

 I know that’s the reality of the world we live in now, but there’s people that play on 

YouTube in their bedrooms. Personally, I think there’s a need for that, and I get it, OK? But 

music is meant to be heard. It’s meant to be experienced. It’s meant to be in front of people, 

whether that’s one person or twenty people, or two thousand people, it doesn’t matter. You’re 

playing for that audience. There’s something magical that happens in that connection, in that 

communication that you don’t get from playing in your bedroom alone with YouTube. 

Zapol: As you were saying that, I see that you’re looking at some of these images as you’re 

thinking about the magnetic experience of performing in a space. Are there particular nights—

now, I know we’re going to be jumping time, back now a little bit—but are there particular 

performances or nights at Kenny’s that are memorable to you? You talked about when you first 

began at the brunches, the soul brunches. But then going forward, are there particular nights that 

stand out? 

Kenny: My dad used to do this thing, Midnight Jam, on Monday nights. It was Monday nights 

for years. He had different bands that would host it for ages, and then another band would take 

over, et cetera, et cetera. It was my favorite night, because again it was one of those things that 

was very unexpected. You never knew who was going to play. You didn’t know who was going 

to show up. You didn’t know what [it] was going to be—there was no plan. There was no 

format. There was nothing. 

 It was just get up and start playing. Not only did the singers change, but the performers 

changed. A lot of times, somebody would be in town performing at Madison Square Garden, and 

they’d come down to Kenny’s afterwards. They’d have a drink, and then they’d get up on stage 

and play. The first was a job, and the second was a performance. [00:20:03] 

  That was magic. It happened countless times. There was this guy, Jack Sony, who is a 

brilliant player. He used to run the Midnight Jam for a while. Then he hooked up with—his day 

job was at I think it was Rudy’s Music Store [in] Midtown. He met what’s his name from Dire 

Straits? Mark Knopfler. He ended up getting hired for the MTV Tour. He used to run the Jam. 
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He would play, and the way he was on the stage, it was just incredible. He always performed 

barefoot. It was a tiny stage. It wasn’t even as big as this room for sure—maybe a tiny bit wider, 

not as deep. He would just run around the stage. There were people that would sit on the upper 

balconies, and they’d sit down on the floor. Their legs would be hanging [over] the balcony, 

because the balcony was open. Nowadays you can’t do that anymore, by the way. Everything has 

to be enclosed. You can’t—but that was grandfathered into us, so it didn’t matter anymore. We 

were able to get away with it. 

 People circled around that upper balcony, just swinging their legs and going crazy. One 

night, I think it was him that was playing. Somebody took a nosedive off the balcony. The crowd 

caught him. Got up. Just kept playing. [laughs] That’s one instance. 

 Another one was, I think it was during the Encyclopedia of Soul. There was this girl 

named Colleen who waitressed there. She was a really pretty girl and always dressed to the 

nines—just [a] very interesting character. She was carrying a tray of drinks and a whole arm of 

beers. She was going to the back room. The band’s playing, and everybody’s hooting and 

hollering and whatever, and of course, somebody gets into something and gets into a fight. The 

next thing, all the drinks go over the back two tables. She actually fell and slipped under the back 

two tables. The band just kept on playing. [laughs] Everything just kept on going as if it was all 

part of the show. 

 Things like that. So many weird, wacky things. I think the Dolls played there in—I don’t 

know—[19]74 or [19]73? I was a little kid, so I didn’t get to see them, but I’m sure that was 

magical, as well. I’m trying to think of who— 

Zapol: As a costumer, I think it would be interesting, too, the beginning of glam-punk, this mix 

of glam rock and punk happening right then, the beginning of that kind of performance. That’s 

something that I’m interested in, is your perspective of how performance shifted or evolved 

during the time you were watching the performers. 

Kenny: When I first started working there, I was doing the brunches. It was a little bit more low-

key. It was that soul vibe still. I think that was at the heart my dad’s favorite music, even though 

he loved rock ‘n’ roll. Then seeing it at night, when I would come at night and visit, it was like 

the club was transformed. That’s the thing with a live venue. One night it’s this, and the next 

night it’s that, and the next night it’s that. It’s like theater. It’s always different. It’s never the 
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same the second night. [00:24:56] 

With live music, it’s never the same within the same day. You can have something going 

on during the day, and then at nighttime it’s like, wow, what happened? Willie Nile, perfect 

example. The Smithereens is another example. But Willie Nile, what a powerhouse, man. He 

became one of my favorites to watch. He’s a small gentleman. I don’t know how tall he is. He’s 

probably—I don’t know how tall he is, but he sounds like he’s seven feet tall. He’s got this 

incredible voice. 

 He gets up there, and you can almost miss him in a way because you don’t think that that 

voice is going to come out of him. Then he gets up there, and it’s like, “Holy moly.” You know 

that expression that somebody ‘comes alive’ when they’re on stage? Willie’s a character to talk 

to, don’t get me wrong. He’s a character in person also, but when he’s on stage, wow. 

Firecrackers. 

 He dominates. He is just—it’s magic. When he would get up there, my god. He owned 

the room. He’d get off the stage, and people would be [sound] You’d hear them for blocks, 

because they were just so enthralled and so caught up in the spell and the magic and everything. 

Oh my god, I loved watching him. When you talk about the times, you’d go from him, and then 

the next night you’d have Steve Forbert. Completely different character. Very soulful but folk—

that Southern sound almost to his rock ‘n’ roll. I’m not expressing it correctly, but he had this 

incredibly interesting voice—almost gravelly voice. He’s from somewhere south. I don’t know 

exactly where—or Midwest maybe. I’m not sure. He had this very almost timid way about him. 

But again, he got up on stage, and even though he was almost introverted-looking, he would just 

emanate. You’d watch him, and it was a different kind of energy. Willie was all firecrackers; 

Steve was very quiet and more soulful. You felt every one of his lyrics in a completely different 

way. 

 Then you might hear Willy DeVille. Oh my god, there’s a Village person for you. I think 

he grew up in the Village or the East Village. Incredible performer. Again, a completely different 

kind of energy and a different style of music—a different everything. He was mostly known in 

the Lower East Side clubs and in the East Village. Him and my dad—I don’t know how they 

met, actually, but they knew each other quite well. 

 He would just come by and get up and perform. I loved him. He was incredible. Very 

gritty, sort of East Side kind of sound. I don’t know if that makes sense, but he had a different 
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kind of a sound again. It was this other thing. It’s interesting. I just thought of this actually. 

CBGB, right, started out as a more country, rhythm and blues place. Then Hilly basically made it 

into a rock ‘n’ roll place. 

 The Bottom Line—it was definitely folk, and it was definitely more cabaret and more 

soulful music, right? Tramps was another rock ‘n’ roll place. The Ritz was another. Everything 

had their own thing that they were special at. [00:29:51] 

 My dad’s place, Kenny’s, was a conglomeration of a lot of different kinds of things. In 

the same way that he never collected things or took pictures or whatever, he wasn’t married to 

any one specific idea of music. Not to say that that was good or bad, but that was just the way it 

was. He didn’t have a specific mindset about, “OK, this is a rock ‘n’ roll place, so we’re never 

going to have folk people in. We’re never going to have jazz. We’re never going to have—” It 

just wasn’t like that. It was a constantly changing thing. Even from day to night, like I said. It 

makes it sound bad, but he just didn’t have a standard. It was sort of like, I guess continuing in 

Frank Stephenson, he was like, “Whatever you want to do, totally cool.” 

 I tried to in some ways follow that. To me, music is music. It’s all good if you’re a good 

musician. Thank god, I have an ear for it at least. I know when something is good. I can 

recognize that. That helped me in a lot of ways when I was trying to listen to different bands that 

would submit stuff. My dad had a great ear for it, too. That’s what carries you through is if you 

have good taste, and you have an ear for what sounds good, even if you don’t like the music. I’m 

not a jazz head, but I respect it, and I know what’s good. I don’t have to love it. It doesn’t have to 

be my thing. 

Zapol: How would you describe your father as a host? If I were to come into Kenny’s when— 

Kenny: A character. A total character, very much in the way that club owners used to be and 

aren’t anymore. Being the daughter, when I was a kid he was larger than life. He was a big 

personality, but he was also kind of shy, which a lot of people didn’t know. One of my favorite 

pictures is this one, where he’s standing—Bob Gruen took this picture. It’s my favorite picture of 

my dad. I probably wasn’t even born yet in this picture. 

 He’s standing alone in a room full of people. They’re all doing their thing and partying. 

It’s at the bar, and it’s very dark, little bit of light in the windows. He has a beer in his hand; his 

hand’s in his pockets. He’s looking off into space with this big grin on his face, and he’s just 
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happy. To me, that’s my quintessential dad. He could dominate a room, or he could just lay back 

and be completely, not invisible, but taking it all in—like on the outside looking in when he 

wanted to be, but in the thick of it. That’s how I would describe him, I guess. 

A lot of other people—some people, a lot of people—try to mimic my dad’s Irish accent 

and fail miserably. They have their own stories about him, a lot of which I heard after he passed 

away. Some people would say he was a showman. Some people say, “Oh, the Wild Irishman? 

Yeah, I know him.” Other people would be like, “Oh, I didn’t know you dad at all, but I knew 

Kenny’s,” or, “I knew the Bitter End.” I don’t know. I like that picture because I think, to me, 

that’s how I see him. 

Zapol: Can you talk to me about the events around your father’s passing? What happened then? 

Kenny: Yeah. Well, it was a hard time for many reasons, part of which—obviously my dad had 

passed away, but the events leading up to it with the selling of club and, oh my god. It became a 

thing. [00:35:05] 

 This particular flier that we’re looking at, that was written by the Smithereens. Actually, 

could I just read it, because I think it’s really so—it says: “A great man is gone. Pat Kenny, the 

spiritual father of the Smithereens and owner of New York City’s fabled Kenny’s Castaways, 

has passed away. Rest in peace, dear friend. We will miss you, Pat. Thanks for giving us our 

start. Love from your friends, Dennis, Jimmy, Mike and Pat—The Smithereens.” 

 This is another thing that really resonated with me, because this group of guys is really 

special for a variety of reasons, but they really respected my dad, and I knew that, and I felt that. 

I think sometimes people say things, but they don’t really mean it. They meant it. I knew that. 

Both them and Willie came back and performed on the last night of Kenny’s, which I thought 

was really fitting. With such a history of many, many famous people getting their start there, not 

many people were loyal. Not many people came back, yet there were people like this who never 

left, in a way, who obviously went on and did amazing things and were incredible in their own 

right, but they also never forgot where they started. They never walked away. They kept in 

touch, and they really were part of the fabric of the place. They’ll never be forgotten in my life 

and my dad’s. He had enormous respect for them—well, for many other people as well. 

 There were some critics, as there always are, who asked me, “Oh, well, why didn’t you 

have this person and that person play at the closing?” and, “Why didn’t you get more of this?” 
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and this kind of nonsense. I thought that was really insulting, because to me it was the perfect 

closing. It was the people who truly stayed a part of Kenny’s and a part of my dad’s life, who 

stopped in from time to time when they were playing wherever and would come in and still have 

a drink and shoot the breeze. Those are the people who came back, and [who] I wanted [there] 

for the closing night. 

 It was sort of interesting. Both Pat and Willie, after the show, said to me in their own 

ways, “Your dad would have been proud.” Willie came up and said that to me, and I practically 

fell on the floor because again, I know he meant it. I thought it was a fitting close for the show 

and for that chapter of Kenny’s having to close. 

 I think it lives on in their memories and their families’ memories and all these other 

people that are here. One of the things that hurt so much with the closing of Kenny’s [pauses]—

sorry—was that I didn’t want him to be forgotten. The fact that we were leaving and that this 

space wasn’t going to stay the same, that hurt too. The people that rented—not the people that 

bought the building but the people that rented that downstairs space—they didn’t respect the 

interior at all. [00:40:35] 

 We talked about this a little bit before—about how people come in and they tear things 

down, and they don’t respect the integrity of the building, of the space, of what was there. 

You’re talking about your history. Even if you don’t like the history, even if you don’t 

understand it, even if you don’t, you should at least respect it and try to preserve in some way. 

You could have put new flooring over the old flooring. You could have put [in] a new ceiling. 

Certainly with twenty-five to thirty-foot ceilings, you could have put a new ceiling over the 

ten—little things that. 

 I’m digressing again, but I was concerned that not only were we leaving, but that the 

space was changing so much, and everything was going to be forgotten. 

 It will be. 

 I forgot to tell you about this, but I met this man, Jamie McDonald, who’s a filmmaker. 

He did this series for PBS called The Originals, [New York Originals] which was amazing, 

actually. He had this idea of trying to capture things in New York that were disappearing—the 

mom-and-pop shops and family-owned businesses, of which we were one. He approached me 

about filming at Kenny’s and talking about our history. 

 I did that show, and he wrote a book from it, as well. That was another thing that I was 
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hoping would turn things around. It did for me, but not for anybody else. In talking to him I 

realized, too, that things obviously have a lifespan and things do move on, but in the hearts and 

minds of people and their memories, that stays. That lives. That becomes what we were talking 

about earlier. That’s out there. I know that that will live on. That’s important to me. That’s why 

doing this is really— 

Zapol: Thank you. I want to thank you for taking the time today and for being so generous with 

your memories and your thoughts and being so open about you experience—about your father 

and your family history. I want to ask you if there’s anything that I haven’t asked you about that 

you wanted to make sure that you shared today. 

Kenny: I don’t know. 

Zapol: I’m sure there are so many memories. 

Kenny: Yeah. I don’t know. I’ll probably think of things when I leave. I can’t think of anything 

off the top of my head. I can’t really think of anything off the top of my head. I know I gave you 

a good sense of my dad. I hope that I gave you a good sense of the rest of my family who 

participated, as well. It certainly was by no means myself or Tommy running everything. 

Everybody contributed. I can’t think of anything else right now. Like I said, I know there’s a ton 

of things. [00:45:08] 

Zapol: As you think about the changing neighborhood, which we started to talk about a little 

bit—how the area is shifting—You talked about how you started to feel it beginning to shift. 

Kenny: Yes. 

Zapol: What is your sense of that part of Bleecker Street now, and what are you hopes for the 

future or thoughts for the future? 

Kenny: Oh my gosh. I would hope that original music comes back to that street. I think that LPR 

has their own—Le Poisson Rouge—has their own programming, and they’re trying to do 

something that’s a little bit different. They certainly put in original programming there, but a lot 

of the other places don’t. I really hope that it becomes, again, a place where some really 

interesting people can perform. 
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 I think that there should be more clubs. I really do. I hate that there’s very few, and it’s 

only one little strip. There are a lot of bars, but they’re not clubs. I think there’s a sort of 

Giuliani—to put the nail on it—when Giuliani came in, that’s when things really started to 

change on Bleecker Street for clubs in general. He really had this ‘quality of life’ agenda, which 

I put in quotation marks, because he felt he wanted to clean up the streets—as if clubs needed 

cleaning up. 

 Well, OK. Maybe some did. But if you sanitize everything, and you take the character out 

of everything, what the hell do you have? You have a strip mall in Upstate New York. What is 

the point? New York is supposed to be about originality and about clubs and nightlife and 

tourism and people coming there. Why do they come there? Because it’s supposed to be the city 

that never sleeps. It’s supposed to be where you see groundbreaking music—or hear 

groundbreaking music, rather—see amazing art and do amazing things. 

 If you take all of that out, what is the point? Then you just have a bunch of high rises. 

You can be living anywhere. It doesn’t have to be New York. When he came and when he was 

elected mayor and started changing all of that and sort of taking away a lot of those things that 

make New York special, I felt Bleecker Street really, really started to change. My god, when 

what’s his handle came in—oh my god. He totally cracked down after Giuliani and really [it] 

became his pet mission to make clubs disappear in a way. 

 He wanted to impose a two [o’clock] a.m. curfew—crazy crap. I felt clubs got this sort of 

bad rap almost. Like, “Oh, it’s too expensive. There’s always fighting. The bouncers are 

criminals.” Every other thing was a story about this, that, and the other that went wrong and 

nothing about what was positive or what was—of course, [there were] the stories of rising rent 

and people having to close. One club after another started closing. [00:49:40] 

The Village is completely different than what it was. My hope is that people start 

investing in it again and not in another yuppie little hotdog stand, but in music and clubs and art 

and other kinds of spaces. I think there should be different kinds of things going on there. In the 

‘60s there was this whole café scene where there was a café every couple of feet. That lasted 

definitely until almost the [19]80s. I remember there was cafés everywhere. 

 Then they started disappearing, and nightlife started changing again. The [19]90s and 

2000, and then the no smoking thing. Then just all these different kinds of crackdowns. I think 

people started moving to the outer boroughs because one, it was less hassle, two it was cheaper. 
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You didn’t have the local police trying to bang down your door and get you to close. You didn’t 

have the neighbors who just paid $3,000 a month rent across the street who call up complaining 

about the noise, even when the noise wasn’t loud. 

 Stuff like that. I personally don’t understand why people move into an area that they 

know has clubs and bars and is known for that. That’s the district you moved into, and you don’t 

want it to be there. What the hell did you move there for? So you can say you live there? I don’t 

understand. I don’t get it. 

 We have people like that across the street. They moved into that building over LPR, and 

they go to the community board meetings and complain that we were too loud. It’s like, what’s 

wrong with you? I know it’s never going to go back to the way it was, but I would hope that 

people can appreciate what it was and can be part of the process of it growing up into something 

else. 

 Right now, I still feel it’s in its in-between zone. Every time I go down there, which isn’t 

as often as I used to. My daily stroll—it isn’t anymore—there was a constant. The place on the 

corner would be there one day. The next day it’s shuttered. The place next to that, the same 

thing. A year and a half ago, two years ago—well, maybe it was a little bit longer than that. No, 

about two years ago we closed. Every other store was closed. It was like, “What the hell?” It was 

a ghost town. What happened? 

 Of course it’s expensive, but so is over here, and places are thriving, so what’s going on? 

I think it’s so many factors that go into whether something is working or something isn’t 

working. Right now, I don’t really feel it’s working. I think that for that area to revitalize and 

come back, I think it needs some fresh thinking. I think it needs some new blood—some new 

energy in there. 

 For the tiny pockets that still exist—and they are so tiny—I hope they hold on until 

somebody else comes in and can fill that void that’s there right now. There’s definitely a void. 

Not just there, not just Bleecker Street, but the whole area, honestly. It’s changed so 

dramatically, and I feel it’s not—it’s becoming a little too—Everybody says this but it’s true. It’s 

becoming a little too ‘NYU’d,’ and I just don’t want it to become sanitary. That’s my fear, that it 

sort of becomes something that it really was never, ever supposed to be. 

 You think about the history of Washington Square Park. My god, everything from the 

Hanging Tree [Hangman’s Elm], and the Surrealist throwing up the flag—the happenings in the 
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‘60s. It’s still got this crazy energy there, which I love. It’s my favorite park, actually, but it’s 

definitely changing a bit. They close the park now at midnight, which I—the park was never 

closed. It’s changing. [00:55:01] 

I know everything does change, and I’m not saying that it shouldn’t, but I would hope 

that it’s changing for the better, not for the worse. I don’t mind that it changes. Yeah. New blood. 

[laughs] 

Zapol: Just to imagine the moment that you’re talking about these different time periods: the 

mid-’70s when Kenny’s Castaways opened in the Village, what that moment was like. Or even 

the ‘80s when you were more involved—just a completely different Village at that time. 

Kenny: Completely different. Completely different energy—even just outside of Kenny’s, just 

walking down the street. There were nights where, as a kid, you’re standing there watching. 

There would be guys streaking in the middle of winter, and he’d be streaking up and down the 

street. You wouldn’t see that today. There’s no way you’d see that today. 

 That guy, the Pope, or the Mayor of Greenwich Village, he’d come by, and he’d tell you 

stories. He’d chitchat, but he looked like a crazy person. Now people would probably just walk 

right past him, whereas then, people took care of him. People went out of their way to take care 

of him. There are still people that do that, but not as many, I don’t think. I don’t know. I’m sort 

of rambling. I don’t know. 

Zapol: It’s interesting just in terms of getting a sense of the Village at that period—some of the 

iconic people, events that would happen. But it is six o’clock now. The bell chimed. I just 

wanted to thank you for your time today. 

Kenny: Oh, thank you. This was really a treat. It was really fun. I hope that it made some kind of 

sense in terms of going all over the place. I do tend to ramble a little bit, but as you say it is a 

very personal journey for me. It’s not just a—it certainly was never a job. It was a love. I 

really—I miss it. 

Zapol: Thank you. Thank you. 

[END OF INTERVIEW] 
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ADDITIONAL PHOTOGRAPHS, of images from Maria Kenny’s archive 
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